
 

 

 

The InfoGram 
 

First Report of MERS in United States 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) announced the first 
confirmed case of Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) in the United States 
last week. The CDC has been preparing for this possibility since MERS first 
appeared in Saudi Arabia in April 2012. MERS has a 30% mortality rate. 

Cases of MERS have increased significantly in recent weeks, leading some to 
believe the virus is changing and is more easily passed between people. A doctor at 
the CDC is quoted as saying “it took us over a year to get the first hundred cases of 
this viral infection. Now in just the last two weeks, we've had a hundred cases.”  

The CDC’s Health Alert Network bulletin on Saturday detailed what healthcare 
professionals should look for with potential MERS patients, who is most at risk, what 
tests to perform, and what to do if MERS is suspected in a patient. 

Because of this first United States case and the uptick in recent cases, all first 
responders, medical and public health staff, people working in the airline industry, 
and the general public should know the signs and symptoms of MERS. The CDC 
published guidance for these audiences, available at the CDC’s MERS website.  

(Source: CDC)  

Aging Infrastructure and ES: Power Grid 
The American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE) gave the nation’s energy sector 
(including oil and gas) a D+ in last year’s Report Card for America’s Infrastructure. It 
states “aging equipment has resulted in an increasing number of intermittent power 
disruptions” and that congestion is growing due to ever increasing demand.  

Though the emergency services (ES) aren’t called to electrical facilities to deal with 
outages directly, they are certainly called on to deal with the resulting aftermath: 
fires caused by downed wires, people trapped, health emergencies, and even rioting 
or looting. Departments should already have a written plan detailing how they will 
manage the surge in calls and perform duties without electricity. 

Severe weather and earthquakes create serious disruptions to energy systems. On 
top of that, terrorists and criminals see value in attacking electrical systems and their 
facilities either physically or through cyber attack. Securing against all these threats 
is critical but still not completed. 
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The U.S. Fire 
Administration maintains 
the Emergency 
Management and 
Response – Information 
Sharing and Analysis 
Center (EMR-ISAC).  

For information regarding  
the EMR-ISAC visit 
www.usfa.dhs.gov/ 
emr-isac  or contact the  
EMR-ISAC office at:  
(301) 447-1325 and/or  
emr-isac@fema.dhs.gov.   
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During the August 2003 East Coast Blackout, over 50 million people were without 
power. In New York City, the Fire Department of New York reported 80,000 calls for 
help, more than double the norm. Emergency lighting was set up in intersections 
that had no streetlights, 800 elevators stalled, and people resorted to sleeping 
outside in parks or steps due to the 92 degree heat. The entire fire department and 
40,000 police officers were called in to deal with the emergency. 

(Source: ASCE) 

Suspicious Activity Report Thwarts Attack 
Last week, a teenager in Minnesota was arrested for allegedly planning a 
Columbine-like attack on his school. The teen had multiple guns, finished bombs, a 
notebook detailing his plan, and police believe he was poised to carry out the attack 
very soon. The teen was also planning on killing his family.   

Several aspects of this case are worth noting. A resident of the town called police 
after noticing someone acting suspiciously near a self-storage facility. The 
Department of Homeland Security and many other agencies encourage Suspicious 
Activity Reporting (SAR) through the See Something, Say Something campaign. In 
this case, the citizen derailed a plot and may have saved countless lives. 

The teen had also planned on setting fire to a field outside of town specifically to 
distract first responders before he headed to the school. Historically, use of fire as a 
diversionary tactic is fairly common in terrorism, military, and guerrilla operations. In 
fact, Al-Qa’ida advocates the use of fire this way in their literature.  

Lastly, the teen has said that if he’d been armed, he would have shot the 
responding officers at the self-storage facility. This point serves as a reminder that 
these events can happen anywhere and anytime. Public safety and other first 
responders must be cautious and alert at all times, even when responding to what 
appears to be a typical, routine call. 

 (Source: DHS) 

Emergency Planning for Behavioral Health 
The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) 
released Disaster Planning Handbook for Behavioral Health Treatment Programs, 
part of the Technical Assistance Publication Series. The handbook aims to help 
facilities create new emergency plans or improve upon existing ones. 

According to the handbook, behavioral health programs provide essential services 
as outlined in Emergency Support Function #8 (PDF, 192 Kb) and has an obligation 
to prepare for emergencies. The guide specifically targets the special needs of the 
populations involved, how to identify essential staff, and financial considerations. 

This guide is intended specifically for facility disaster planning team members and 
any administrators, clinicians, trainers, and senior staff who may work as part of 
such a team during emergencies. This handbook supplies many worksheets to aid 
the planning process, and gives examples of effective processes and best practices. 

(Source: SAMHSA) 
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